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CHAPTER 21 


THE PAPACY IN THE EIGHTH AND 
NINTH CENTURIES 


Thomas F.X. Noble 


FROM the election of Sergius I in 687 to the death of John VIII in 882, what 
counted most was the unspectacular and relentless emergence of the papacy 
as a local and then, slowly, as a western European institution. The central 
theme in this chapter, then, will be local history.! Papal history must first be 
understood in its own terms, and those terms are rooted in and around 
Rome. 


THE SOURCES FOR PAPAL HISTORY 


The most important source for papal history in the eighth and ninth 
centuries is the Liber Pontificalis? a collection of contemporary or near- 
contemporary papal biographies written in the Lateran. These Lives vary in 
length, and also in the quality and detail of the information they provide. As 
a rule, the accounts tell something of the parentage of the pope and 
something about his personal characteristics. Then the text might give a 
long narrative of significant political or diplomatic events, or it might 
provide brief, catalogue-like statements about routine ecclesiastical busi- 
ness. The biographies, coming as they do from the Lateran, and intended as 
they must have been both for reference and for the education of young men 
beginning their careers in the papal administration, have an official quality. 
This means that they are valuable both for what they tell us and for the slant 
or interpretation that they give to events.? The second critical source is the 


Among relatively recent papal histories, mention may be made of: Ullmann (1970; 1972); Pacaut 
(1976); Richards (1979); Zimmermann (1981); Fink (1981); Franzen and Baumer (1982); 
Schimmelpfennig (1984); Anton (1984); Fried (1984). The most detailed accounts of individual 
pontificates are still to be found in Mann (1925). Zimmermann (1981), pp. 7-10 discusses 
pointedly and concisely the emergence of the polemical tradition of the papacy. The classic 
treatments in the Protestant tradition of papal history are Caspar (1930; 1933; 1956) and Haller 
(1951). For the fullest presentation of the Catholic view see Seppelt (1954). 

2 Le Liber Pontificalis, ed. Duchesne, 2d edn (1955-7). 5 Noble (1985); Bertolini (1970). 
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more than 1200 surviving papal letters from Sergius I to John VIII.* 
Originally these letters would have been kept in registers in the archive of 
the Lateran, but from our period we have only a fragment of the register of 
Gregory II (716-31) and a large extract from that of John VIII (872-82). 
Thus, for the most part, it is recipients’ copies that have chanced to survive.? 
Vast quantities of letters have been lost. The surviving material treats a wide 
array of subjects of concern to the churches of Byzantium and western 
Europe. Letters provide a good impression of the kinds of issues that came 
to the attention of the popes. If the surviving letters of the eighth and ninth 
centuries are compared to the large surviving extract from the register of 
Gregory I (590—604: 866 letters) or even to the fragment from Gregory II, it 
will be seen that the loss has been especially acute in materials detailing the 
mundane business of operating the Roman church province. Papal letters 
have generally been neglected as sources of spirituality. Most historians 
have used them to document particular papal claims in the realms of 
ideology or politics. Recent work on the Register of Gregory I proves that 
more than 60% of his letters were rescripts, that is, direct responses to 
petitions that were directed to Rome by private individuals or by officers of 
the papal administration. Should further research arrive at similar findings 
for the letters of later popes, then it will be necessary to stress even more 
emphatically that papal letters primarily reveal the quotidian concerns of the 
Lateran administration and not the personal interests or ideas of individual 
popes. 

Few documentary materials are extant from our period, even though 
there is plenty of reason to think that various branches of the papal 
administration produced and conserved records." The Liber Diurnus, a 
collection of formulae used in the Lateran chancery, survives only in north 
Italian manuscripts. The published version, therefore, is not the actual 
formula book of the Roman church, but it does contain many actual 
formulae bearing on a wide array of routine administrative matters. The 
formulae reveal the range of documents that might have survived, were all 
papal registers extant. Another quasi-documentary source for the activities 
of the papal administration is the Ordines Romani, which contain the rites for 
virtually all liturgical celebrations involving the pope or his highest 
subordinates. Ordo Romanus I, in particular, lays out in great detail all the 
arrangements for a major papal Mass.? From this text we can see who 


4 There is no comprehensive, critical edition. Some texts are in MGH volumes, many more in PL. 
Critical to research is Jaffe (1885). 5 Noble (1990), pp. 84-93. $ Pitz (1990). 
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accompanied the pope, how a procession was organised, what activities 
took place and who filled what roles. It is a superb, but still not fully 
exploited, source for public ritual in the early middle ages. 

Rome did not produce additional historical accounts, but, at the turn of 
the seventh century, papal Rome began to be a subject of intense interest 
among historical writers in Francia, England and northern Italy. These 
records fill a few gaps in the papal sources and sometimes permit us to draw 
alternative interpretations of key developments. Byzantine writers, who had 
never paid much attention to the popes, almost totally lost sight of them in 
the eighth and ninth centuries, although some treatises and letters emanat- 
ing from anti-iconoclast circles, chiefly monastic ones, illuminate papal 
activities. Several popes in this period — Zacharias I (741-51), Hadrian I 
(722-95), Leo III (795-816), Paschal I (817-24), Gregory IV (827-44), Leo 
IV (847-55), Nicholas I (858-67) — were energetic builders, restorers and 
embellishers of Roman churches, as the Liber Pontificalis informs us, even 
though little of this art and architecture survives.!? Beginning with Gregory 
III and Zacharias, the popes issued coins and, starting with Hadrian I, they 
issued beautiful gold coins.!! These contribute to our understanding of 
papal history in the areas of political symbolism and manifestations of public 
authority and they shed some light on the economic life of papal Rome. 


THE PAPACY IN ITS ROMAN AND ITALIAN SETTING 


The great fact of papal history in the early middle ages is the papacy's 
alienation from Byzantium and alignment with the Franks. Viewed through 
the pellucid lens of hindsight that fact has acquired an inevitability that robs 
it of all sense of contingency. For the papacy to have abandoned its familiar 
moorings in the Roman world cannot have been easy. The church had arisen 
and spread in the Roman world. Its sense of universality, its catholicity, was 
partly, but importantly, Roman. It had inherited, but also redefined, the 
Roman idea of destiny. The church's leaders, the popes, had defined 
themselves in part in relation to the emperors: "Two there are, august 
emperor, by which this world is chiefly ruled, the sacred authority of the 
priesthood and the royal power’ is how Gelasius I (492-6) had put it.!? 
When the break with Byzantium came in the eighth century, it stood 


10 I P, ed. Duchesne, 1, pp. 432-3, 434-5, 499—514; II, pp. 1-3, 7-34, 74-83, 111-34, 152-3, 163-4, 
166-7. Geertman (1975). 1 Grierson and Blackburn (1986), pp. 25966. 
12 Gelasius I, Lester to the Emperor Anastasius, ed. E. Schwartz, pp. 20-1, at p. 20. 
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against a background of long and complicated relations. The Byzantine 
version of Rome provided a sense of historical and cultural orientation." 
The imperial authorities had occasionally afforded some help against the 
incursions of the Lombards. But there was also the sorry tale of imperial 
interference in dogma. To the popes, the Council of Chalcedon (451) had 
settled the critical points of Trinitarian and Christological teaching and its 
formulations required neither amendment nor correction. The emperors 
could not be so certain. Some, Justinian for example and perhaps Heraclius, 
harboured genuine doubts about the strict dyophysitism proclaimed at 
Chalcedon. But most emperors, and not least Heraclius and his seventh- 
century successors, had to contend with rich and vital provinces, Syria for 
instance, that were devoutly monophysite. The popes, except Honorius 
momentarily, were unprepared to yield to political exigencies and deter- 
mined to condemn imperial intervention in the realm of dogma. Papal 
principle, or obstinacy as it was seen in Constantinople, led to the 
humiliating capture and abuse of Martin I in 649, and to the haughty 
displays of Constans II on his visit to Rome in 663 — the last imperial visit to 
Rome until a western emperor was made there in 800. Still, it had been 
possible to live with these difficulties. 

The decades after 692 brought shocks that could not be endured.!^ In that 
year Justinian II held a council, called the Quinisext because it issued 
disciplinary canons meant to complement the dogmatic decisions of the fifth 
and sixth ecumenical councils.!5 The canons would have had the effect of 
making binding in Rome a number of practices that were not in force there, 
and Sergius I summarily rejected them. Justinian sent an envoy to Rome to 
seize Sergius but the Romans protected the pope. In 695 Justinian was 
deprived of his throne but his successor was no more pleased with Sergius 
than Justinian had been. Again, officials were sent to discipline the pope and 
again they were forced to withdraw. Justinian recovered his office in 705 and 
tried to punish the Italians, including the pope and the Romans, whom he 
held partially accountable for his deposition. Yet again, the Romans 
thwarted the Byzantines. 

Political confusion at Constantinople, coupled with short reigns and 
Arab attacks, produced a lull in papal-Byzantine relations until the 
Emperor Leo III ascended the throne, defeated the Arabs and turned his 
attention to the west. Leo significantly raised the taxes of the imperial 
provinces in Italy to raise funds for his wars in the east. These taxes would 
have been burdensome for peasants and landlords alike, but were especially 
resented because the imperial authorities were providing no help in Italy 


13 For the following see, in greater detail, chapters 13 and 14 above. 
14 Noble (1984), pp. 1-60. 15 Mansi, XI.912C-10065. 
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itself, where the Lombards were menacing the lands from Ravenna to 
Rome. Gregory II raised staunch opposition to the new taxes and, as under 
Justinian II and Sergius I, officials who were sent to Rome to force 
compliance with imperial policy were driven off. 

Then came what turned out to be the defining issue: Iconoclasm.!6 In 726 
Leo III began agitating against figural representations in Christian art and 
by 731 he formally banned them. He even dismissed the patriarch of 
Constantinople and tried to win the pope to his views. Gregory II and 
Gregory III resolutely refused to engage in a discussion of the image 
question and solemnly denied that the emperor had any right to involve 
himself in such matters in the first place. Leo III discovered that, once again, 
he could coerce neither the pope nor the population of central Italy. 
Accordingly, the emperor decided to cut his losses by withdrawing 
Dalmatia, Illyricum and southern Italy along with Sicily from the Roman 
church province and by denying to the Roman church some valuable 
revenues. By the middle 730s it appeared that the break between Rome and 
Constantinople was complete. 

Yet the reality was more complex. Relations between Rome and the east 
had always been difficult. The situation in Constantinople might change, as 
indeed it seemed to do briefly in 741 when the iconodule usurper Artavasdos 
came to power." The pope was now the key figure in a widespread 
movement that was mixed in its allegiances and motivations, and that 
involved people in Venice, Ravenna, Rome and many rural regions. And the 
Lombards were potentially more menacing now that they had been shown 
the impotence of the Byzantine authorities in Italy. Under the popes 
Gregory III and Zacharias, there were a few attempts to reach an accommo- 
dation with Byzantium, but these were doomed because the Byzantines 
could not provide assistance in Italy and would not abandon Iconoclasm. 
These popes also carried on an intense diplomacy with the Lombard court, 
while also appealing to the Bavarians and Franks for assistance. The popes 
even tried to use the Lombard dukes of Spoleto and Benevento against the 
kings in Pavia. A Franco-papal alliance was only one somewhat remote 
possibility among several. 

In 751 the Lombard king, Aistulf, captured Ravenna and began making 
threatening gestures towards Rome. It was in this context that Stephen II 
appealed again to the Franks.!8 What the pope wanted was protection, not a 
new master. Stephen had to overcome serious opposition at the court of the 
new Frankish king Pippin, but he finally did so by 754. Stephen travelled to 
the Frankish kingdom and engaged in several meetings with Pippin. Pippin 

16 Martin (1930), pp. 5-84; Beck (1966), pp. 13-61; Haldon (1977); Stein (1980). 
U Speck (1981). 18 Noble (1984), pp. 61-98 with further literature and sources. 
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and the Frankish magnates agreed to help the pope in Italy, and Pippin and 
Stephen concluded a personal alliance of amicitia, pax et caritas. In 755 and 
again in 756 Pippin campaigned in Italy, defeated Aistulf, and forced the 
Lombard king to return to the pope the lands which he had seized in central 
Italy. Under Pippin’s protection the papal state that had been emerging since 
the 730s came fully into being. 

In the 760s and early 770s Desiderius, the new Lombard king, struggled 
to recapture valuable lands which his predecessor had been forced to hand 
over to Rome.!? The popes continually appealed to the Franks to fulfil the 
terms of their alliance. Pressing military problems in the Frankish realm, and 
a change of rulers when Pippin died in 768, precluded active Frankish 
intervention in Italy. The pope and the people of central Italy were still 
vulnerable when in 773 Charlemagne agreed to come to the aid of Hadrian I. 
Charlemagne defeated the Lombard king, as his father before him had done, 
but to avoid a continuing nuisance in Italy, Charlemagne deposed Desider- 
ius and made himself king of the Lombards. Charlemagne also renewed the 
Franco-papal alliance and guaranteed the pope’s possessions in Italy. For 
some years, however, there were sharp disagreements between the papal and 
Frankish courts about just what lands the popes could legitimately claim. In 
781 and again in 787 Charlemagne made major territorial settlements in Italy 
that left the popes in secure possession of a wide swathe of lands in Italy 
running from Ravenna to Rome, 23 Some lands which the popes had been 
claiming since the 730s were not handed over, but in a few areas new lands 
were actually added to the papal territories. The settlements are known to us 
in some detail from their confirmation between Louis the Pious, Charle- 
magne's successor, and Paschal I in 817.21 

As the papal administration assumed the leadership of the lands and 
people of central Italy, the former military aristocracy which had been 
ascendant under the Byzantine regime was partly eclipsed and partly 
absorbed by the papal government. Stephen II (75 2—7) and his brother Paul 
I (757-67) were the first Roman nobles elected to the papal office in the 
eighth century. Paul's death brought violent factional squabbles at Rome 
that were not resolved until the eminent Hadrian I was elected in 772. 
During Hadrian's long pontificate, noblemen were promoted to important 
offices and there was a large degree of symbiosis between the papal 
administration and the Roman nobility. One result of this situation was that 
quarrels that had always existed within the Roman nobility were now 
domesticated in the Lateran. One such quarrel, whose exact bases are 
unknowable, broke out during the early years of the pontificate of Leo III. 


19 Noble (1984), pp. 99-137. 20 Noble (1984), pp. 138-85. 
21 Pactum Hludowicianum, MGH Cap. 1, ed. A. Boretius, no. 172, pp. 352—5. 
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He was attacked by a mob led by some relatives of Hadrian I. Leo fled to 
Charlemagne who, as the pope's ally and protector, first restored him to 
Rome and then resolved to go to Rome himself and investigate the matter. 
Inquiries were indeed held in Rome in December of 800, but the Franks 
were careful to respect the autonomy of the pope. Although charges of papal 
misconduct had been bruited abroad, Leo was not put on trial. Instead, the 
pope swore publicly that he was guiltless. On Christmas Day 8oo Charle- 
magne was crowned emperor in St Peter's by Leo. Whatever the contem- 
porary or later significance of that event, it seems that Leo III was merely 
trying to strengthen the hand of his ally and protector. Charlemagne's 
imperial dignity did not fundamentally change his position in Rome or the 
basis of his alliance with the pope.?2 

The last year of Leo’s pontificate was disturbed by another uprising in 
Rome, and his successor, Stephen IV (816—17), rushed to Francia to confer 
with Louis the Pious. At Rheims Stephen crowned Louis emperor and 
concluded an agreement which was reaffirmed a year later between Louis 
and Stephen's successor, Paschal I. This agreement was the Pactum Ludovi- 
cianum, mentioned already as containing the earliest surviving list of the 
papal territories in central Italy. The document also spelled out the terms 
under which the Carolingians would provide their by now customary 
protection for the papacy. Louis agreed not to intervene in Rome unless 
asked to do so. In other words, he confirmed the autonomy of the pope and 
his lands. Paschal, however, soon found himself in the middle of a bloody 
aristocratic quarrel that took the lives of some prominent Lateran officials. 
Louis, and his son Lothar who was then active in Italy and who had been 
crowned co-emperor by the pope in 825, were prevented from taking 
decisive action but heard enough reports to suggest to them that partisan 
strife in Rome was reaching a ferocious level. When Paschal died in 824 and 
was succeeded by Eugenius I, Louis and Lothar issued a new statement of 
the Franco-papal alliance. The Constitutio Romana? achieved a clarification 
of the position of the pope in Rome and secured a clearer framework for the 
imperial protection of the papacy. From now on, popes were, after their 
elections but before their consecrations, to swear the traditional oath of 
alliance and friendship with the Frankish emperor. The Romans were, at the 
same time, to swear allegiance to the pope. Moreover, an imperial and a 
papal missus would henceforth sit together in judgement in Rome to hear 
appeals against officials of the papal administration. Throughout the rest of 
the ninth century the popes tended to observe the terms of the Constitutio, 


2 For two anthologies containing a wide array of interpretations of these events see Sullivan (1959) 
and Wolf (1972). See also Noble (1984), pp. 256—75, 278-308. 
D Constitutio Romana, MGH Cap. 1, ed. A. Boretius, no. 161, pp. 322-4. 
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although occasionally popes were consecrated without first confirming their 
bonds with the emperor. John VIII got the imperial missus removed from 
Rome, largely because by then neither the emperor nor the missus exercised 
effective power of protection.?4 

Some problems that were but dimly visible in the time of Leo III and 
Paschal I became more acute in the middle years of the ninth century. New 
problems arose too. In the former category must be placed the social and 
political strife in Rome. It seems absolutely clear that the papal administ- 
ration, although solidly aristocratic, had been riven by faction. What is not 
clear is what issues set the factions off against one another. There are hints, 
however. One is that, according to a late ninth-century source, at the time of 
the disturbances under Paschal I, ‘all the greater men of the city were of the 
imperial party'.?» Under Sergius II a gang, including soldiers from south of 
Rome, invaded the Lateran and held it for a time. Sergius, like his successor 
Leo IV, refused to send notice of his election to the emperor. When Benedict 
III was elected in 855 he sent envoys to the emperor but they were 
intercepted by men devoted to Arsenius, the bishop of Porto, who was the 
head of the imperial party and father of the defeated candidate, Anastasius. 
The men who overtook Benedict's envoys were led by another of Rome's 
suburbicarian bishops and a magister militum. Nicholas I and Hadrian II were 
both opposed by the party, called ‘imperial’, of Arsenius and Anastasius. 
Hadrian suffered the indignity of an attack on Rome by Duke Lambert of 
Spoleto, and so did John VIII, who was actually driven out of the city in 
878. Obviously, there were persons in Rome who were members of the 
papal administration and simultaneously allies of military officers outside 
the city. These people were usually not in control of the papal office and the 
partisan papal sources call them an ‘imperial’ party. 

A second hint may be concealed in several statements in the Liber 
Pontificalis to the effect that certain popes had great concern for the ‘poor’ 
and strong support from the ‘people’.26 In the social lexicon of the early 
middle ages, poverty meant powerlessness more than penury.” And 
‘people’ can mean almost any group not immediately identifiable with an 
elite. In other words, it may be that as some persons in the papal 
administration looked to the imperial officers in Italy and to the local 
military magnates, others in the papal government drew support from the 
populace of Rome itself. Some confirmation for this point of view may be 
found in the attempt by Nicholas I to restore the papal election decree of 


7 Bertolini (1956); Noble (1984), pp. 308-22. 

?5 Libellus de imperia potestate in urbe Roma, ed. Zuchetti, pp. 197-8. 

2% LP rr, p. 52 (Paschal I), pp. 142-3 (Benedict III), p. 173 (Hadrian II). Each of these popes was 
opposed by military, or ‘imperial’, aristocrats. 27 Bos! (1964); Duby (1974), PP- 93-4. 
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769.28 That decree had restricted participation in papal elections to the 
cardinal clergy of Rome and had thus excluded the laity. This action was 
taken early in the history ofthe papal state when the local aristocracy and the 
papal administration were first attaining a high degree of identification. 
Louis, in the Pactum Ludovicianum, reopened participation to all Romans but 
then guaranteed orderly and canonical elections. It seems that Nicholas was 
trying, once again, to restrict the participation of the lay nobility in the 
selection of Rome's leader. 

A third hint points to family aggrandisement. Hadrian I had come from a 
powerful landed family some of whose members had been implicated in the 
strife of the years 767—9. Hadrian promoted members of his own family to 
high office and some of them attacked Leo III. Stephen IV was the candidate 
ofa faction of the nobility and popes Sergius II and Hadrian II were from the 
same family as Stephen, although their exact relationships cannot be 
determined. The point is that any noble family might put some of its 
members into the Lateran but others would remain participants in the wider 
society. Doubtless such families saw the Lateran administration as a means 
of protecting and promoting their interests. 

Raising political and economic interests brings up a fourth hint that in 
some ways ties all the others together. Elite families in seventh- and early 
eighth-century Italy had possessed significant landholdings and military 
offices in the Byzantine administration.?? When the Byzantine government 
was eclipsed by the papal in the 730s and 740s, some members of those elite 
families, as we have already noted, began to enter the Lateran. They did not 
thereby, as individuals or as families, lose their connections to the country- 
side. The Lateran, indeed, enhanced and complicated those links precisely 
because it was the largest landholder in Italy. Some papal lands were directly 
exploited but others were leased. The fate of the secular and of the 
ecclesiastical nobility was closely interwoven, but the real jurisdictional 
power was in the hands of the clergy. 

By the ninth century, signs point to the growing importance of that 
power. As the Carolingians and the popes produced peace in central Italy, 
removed onerous Byzantine taxation and put land back into cultivation, 
there can be no doubt about rising prosperity in the Italian countryside.?? It 
is surely no coincidence that the Carolingian-induced Pax Italiae, coinciding 
as it did with the aristocratisation of the Lateran administration, issued in a 
stream of massive building projects in and around Rome along with the 
donation of literally thousands of pounds of gold and silver objects to 


2% Roman Council of 862, c. 6: Jaffe, Regesta Pontificum Romanorum, p. 345. 29 Brown (1984). 
% But prosperity in general did not necessarily mean prosperity for all: Wickham (1981), pp. 80- 
114; Tabacco (1989), pp. 4-6, 109-76. 
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various churches in the city. Control of the Lateran had come to mean 
control of vast wealth. Wealth was sought for its own sake but also because 
it generated patronage. The Lateran was owed a great measure of loyalty by 
the people who benefited from buiding projects and charitable benefactions. 
It is hardly surprising that factions formed in attempts to control that 
patronage. 

Conditions in Rome were made more difficult in the middle years of the 
ninth century by a weakening of the Carolingian ability to intervene 
effectively in Rome and by the appearance of Arab raiders all over Italy, and 
even in the eternal city. In 830 and again in 833 the sons of Louis the Pious 
rose up in rebellion against their father. Although peace of a sort was 
patched up in 855, the Carolingian imperial office, with its obligation to 
defend Rome, was never restored to its former glory. Louis died in 840; his 
eldest son Lothar succeeded to the imperial office but his brothers Charles 
and Louis contested his authority at every turn. Lothar sent his son Louis II 
to Italy as king but Pope Gregory IV took a very independent line vis-2-vis 
his putative ally. In 844, on Gregory’s death, Louis marched to Rome to 
investigate Pope Sergius’ title because he had been elected and consecrated 
without reference to the emperor or to the king of Italy. Sergius closed the 
gates of Rome to Louis, a sure sign of the change in papal relations with the 
Carolingians. Sergius was finally prevailed upon to agree that henceforth 
papal consecrations would not take place without imperial approval and 
that imperial missi would be present. Sergius refused to swear allegiance to 
Louis because he wished to avoid any implication that the papal state 
depended upon the kingdom of Italy. When Lothar died in 855, Louis 
succeeded him as emperor, but because Lothar had divided his ‘Middle 
Kingdom’ into three parts, Louis was effectively confined to Italy. He lacked 
the power, prestige and material resources to be really effective in Italy or 
elsewhere in the Frankish world. When the south Italian princes of Capua, 
Salerno and Beneventum plotted and schemed with and against one 
another, or when Lambert of Spoleto ravaged Rome, Louis was nearly 
powerless. Nor could he suppress factional strife in Rome itself. Down to 
his death in 875 Louis enjoyed generally cordial relations with the popes, but 
he was not of much use to them, nor they to him. After Louis’ death, Italian 
magnates invited Karlmann, son of Louis the German, to take the imperial 
office, while John VIII turned to Charles the Bald and, after his death, to 
Charles the Fat. John even appealed to the Byzantines in his quest to secure 
protection in Rome. John’s pontificate shows us both the pope as the final 
arbiter of the imperial office and the imperial office shrunk to a shadow of its 
former majesty.?! 


5! Kreutz (1991), pp. 18—74; see chapters 5, 6, 10 and 13 above. 
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Pope John VIII, who was brutally murdered in Rome, had needed 
protection from the Romans, just as a number of his predecessors had done. 
But he, and the popes going back to Gregory IV, had another pressing 
threat: the Arabs.?? Cività Vecchia was raided in 813 and Sicily was attacked 
in 827 by Muslim marauders operating from North Africa and from islands 
in the western Mediterranean. South Italian princes, who were competing 
for control of Beneventum, called in Muslims as mercenaries but, as so often 
happened, the hirelings soon discovered the relative weakness of their 
paymasters. Down to about 850 Muslims raided the western coast of Italy 
with virtual impunity, often launching their ventures from a secure base at 
Bari. 

Late in his pontificate Gregory IV built fortifications at Ostia, called 
Gregoriopolis.55 These did not prevent the raiders from going right up the: 
Tiber to Rome in 846. Leo IV then undertook massive repairs and 
fortifications around Rome.* He refurbished the old city walls and 
constructed some fifteen towers. He constructed additional fortifications 
along the Tiber. Finally, and most famously, he built a massive wall— 40 feet 
high and 12 feet thick with forty-four towers — around St Peter's and the 
Vatican palace. Rome's old city walls had not sheltered any of the portions 
of the city across the Tiber from the city centre. He also rebuilt the old 
fortress at Portus and garrisoned it with Corsicans who had lost their island 
to the Muslim. Pope Nicholas I subsequently tried to enlist the south Italian 
princes in his wars against the Muslims but was unable to secure order in 
that turbulent region. John VIII directed a successful fleet in the waters near 
Ostia and gained some measure of security when the Byzantines retook Bari 
in 876. He also had to endure the danger of a secure Muslim base in Sicily 
after the seizure of Syracuse in 878. 

There are many ironies in this tale of the papacy's position in central Italy. 
For a long time the papal administration was less important than the 
Byzantine and did not attract Rome's elite. Then, when the papal administ- 
ration began to take control of central Italy, the elite entered that administ- 
ration. The Lateran thus acquired power and prestige as never before, but 
was also embroiled in the social struggles that had arisen in the wider 
society. The Carolingians for a time provided protection from both external 
foes and internal strife, but some at least in Rome began to chafe under 
Frankish ‘protection’. As the precise terms of this were being renegotiated, 
the Carolingians were diverted from Italian concerns by civil strife and 
foreign attacks. In the short term, the absence of effective Carolingian power 
in Rome led to increased violence and factional strife in the city. In the 
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longer term, the power vacuum left Rome at the mercy of the Arabs. The 
popes always desired freedom and the Franks had wished to accord them 
wide autonomy. In the end papal freedom collapsed in the political and 
social strife of the tenth century and papal autonomy became meaningless in 
view of the weakening of the imperial office. 


THE INSTITUTIONS OF THE ROMAN CHURCH 


The assumption of territorial rule and the entry of the local Roman nobility 
into the clergy brought about an increase in the routine business ánd a 
refinement of the structures of the Roman church. In late antiquity the 
bishop had become the focus of Christian instruction and of sacramental 
celebration in towns. In large cities, such as Rome, the press of affairs had 
forced bishops to decentralise many of their responsibilities. Beginning in 
the fourth century, moreover, the imperial administration had begun 
assigning to the churcha variety of formerly public responsibilities such as 
legal jurisdiction in relatively minor cases and a wide array of charitable 
services. In eighth- and ninth-century Rome, therefore, the popes found 
themselves at the head of both a religious and a secular administration that 
had been growing for centuries. 

The key figure was, of course, the pope. Throughout our period the 
popes can, with only a few exceptions, be characterised as Roman, noble and 
experienced. Those popes who did not come from Rome itself, Leo III for 
example, were Italians from families of long residence. The Romanisation of 
the papacy is the predictable result of the far-reaching identification of the 
Roman nobility and the papal administration that has already been men- 
tioned. Beginning with Stephen II there is no pope who can, with absolute 
certainty, be excluded from the nobility. The Liber Pontificalis almost always 
provides details of the previous careers of the men who were elected pope 
and among these details emphasis is usually laid both on the offices held and 
on the name of the pope who first promoted the later pope to a major 
position. It is hard to say exactly how long men served before election. For 
example, Sergius II, who was elected in 844, entered the schola cantorum 
under Leo III, who died in 816. He had a minimum of twenty-eight years’ 
service, and perhaps many more given that Leo was elected in 795. Leo IV, 
who became pope in 847, was brought into the Lateran by Gregory IV, who 
served from 827 to 844. He had at least three and possibly as many as twenty 
years’ experience. All these popes served for a long time before election and 
they usually held both pastoral and administrative offices. 

Except when there was strife, papal elections were carried out in the 
Lateran palace.35 From at least the fifth century, the electors were the ‘clergy 
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and people’ of Rome. It is impossible to say precisely what this meant in 
practice. Across the eighth century, papal elections were routinely tumul- 
tuous, all the more so as the popes became both secular and spiritual leaders. 
The ninth century saw increasingly violent and corrupt elections such that 
the decree of 769 and the value of Carolingian protection both became dead 
letters. It was not until the middle of the eleventh century that effective 
reform was instituted in the papal election process. 

The priestly side of the papal office centred on the provision of liturgical 
and sacramental services throughout the city.3 By the eighth century, these 
were accomplished through five major basilicas and twenty-eight title 
churches 37 Each title church had several priests, the most senior of whom 
was the presbyter prior. The senior presbyter was the archpriest of the church 
and the head of the ecclesiastical personnel as a whole. The twenty-eight 
presbyteri priores were the ‘cardinal priests’ of the Roman church. They were 
called cardinals partly because they were the elite clergy of the church and 

partly because they were ‘incardinated’ to serve in the patriarchal! basilicas 
such as St Peter’s, St Paul’s Outside the Walls, St Mary Major and St 
Lawrence. Seven priests were posted to each basilica and celebrated the daily 
eucharistic liturgy there. St John Lateran was the pope’s own basilica and 
Rome's cathedral church. Its daily liturgies were celebrated by one of 
Rome’s seven suburbicarian bishops. Gradually, each basilica also had a 
monastery attached to it which saw to the perpetual prayer (/aus perennis) in 
that building.38 The popes had a regular routine of ‘stational’ liturgical 
celebrations throughout the city. 

Further officers of the spiritual administration of the Roman church were 
the regional deacons. Since perhaps the third century Rome had been 
divided into seven regions. Each region had been assigned a deacon, with 
subordinate subdeacons and acolytes, who were essentially ministers for 
charitable services. Their head was the archdeacon, one of the great officers 
of the church. 

The archpriest and archdeacon were headquartered in the Lateran along 
with some other high offiers. The vicedominus was the maiordomo of the papal 
household. The nomencolator was the chief protocol officer. He arranged 
ceremonies and controlled personal access to the pope. The vestararius prior 
had charge of the moveable wealth of the church, for example liturgical 
vessels and vestments. He also supervised the upkeep of the title churches 
and basilicas. 

A range of administrative responsibilities was also centred in the Lateran. 
Each region of the city had been furnished with a notary who kept church 
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records of all kinds.* The primicerius of the notaries was one of the greatest 
officers of the Roman church. He not only superintended the notaries in the 
city but also headed the papal chancery and archives. The library had once 
been under the jurisdiction of the primicerius of the notaries but in the eighth 
century, if not before, a separate bibliothecarius appeared. The regions were 
also equipped with defensores who were, in a sense, the legal staff of the 
Lateran. Their original purpose, going back to the fifth century, was to 
handle minor legal cases and to hear appeals against misconduct by imperial 
or ecclesiastical officials.’ As the role of the church became more promi- 
nent, their responsibilities grew. There were also two financial officers, the 
arcarius, or treasurer, and the sacce/larius, or paymaster.*? They may have 
received fees and offerings from pious Christians everywhere, for example 
*Peter's Pence’, but probably spent more time handling revenues from the 
papal patrimonies and dispensing them again to repair churches, to build 
walls and to defend Rome. 

The Roman church also exercised significant jurisdiction and influence in 
and around Rome in ways that were only marginally connected to the 
spiritual functions of the church. Central Italy was dotted with estates both 
large and small, both nucleated and dispersed, that made up the patrimonies 
of the church.*$ Some of these had been let out on leases but many more were 
farmed and managed by an army of peasants and minor officials. From the 
time of Gregory the Great, the popes called their patrimonies the ‘endow- 
ment for the poor’. That is, the revenues, in cash and in kind, generated by 
those lands went to feed the populace of Rome. Food distributions were 
carried out at institutions called diaconiae that were concentrated in the old 
city centre near the former stationes annonae where the Roman state had 
distributed food.^ The country around Rome also had estates called 
domuscultae.*5 These first appear in the sources in the middle of the eighth 
centuty and were still being reorganised under Gregory IV. Domuscultae 
were large farms. They were regarded as inalienable and were exploited 
directly by the church. The peasants on them could bear arms. Given that 
they were concentrated right around Rome, that they appeared when the 
Lombard threat was most acute, that they were ravaged by the opponents of 
Leo III and that they appear again when the Arab threat raised its head, it 
seems safe to conclude that they had always formed a type of papal self- 
defence force around the city. If sources were richer, they might well show 
the domuscultae playing a major role in the factional strife of the ninth century 
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when military officers from just outside the city seem often to have been 
implicated. 

Apart from some differences in the scale of its operations and the 
grandeur of its ritual, the Roman church was little different from any other 
metropolitan or patriarchal church. The challenges of the eighth and ninth 
centuries produced some unique responses in the shape of the papal 
administration, but it is also important to see that that administration had 
been evolving consistently ever since the third century. The papal relation- 
ship with the Carolingians had virtually no impact on the development of 
the pastoral administration of the church, and that aspect of the papacy has 
survived in traceable form to this day. The Carolingians initially made it 
possible for the popes to assume temporal rule in central Italy. While it 
might be true to say that the inability and unwillingness of the Carolingians 
to provide continuously effective protection in the ninth century hastened 
the collapse of papal rule, it is no less true that social and political dynamics 
in and around Rome contributed materially to the failure of the papacy's 
first attempt at secular rule. 


THE PAPACY AND THE CHRISTIAN WORLD 


It is easy enough to list all the occasions when a pope dealt with some 
ecclesiastical matter. It is much harder to provide a secure interpretative 
framework for discussing such a list. Even if one believed that late antique 
popes achieved a clearly defined and well-understood jurisdictional primacy 
in the church, one would be left having to explain how, when, where and 
why that primacy was invoked and applied. On the other hand, one can 
suggest that the popes were accorded a good measure of moral and spiritual 
prestige and precedence, that Rome was often seen as a source of infor- 
mation and of authentic teaching, and that papal power grew as individual 
incidents turned into precedents and then into traditions. In that case, it 
becomes possible to watch the papal role in the church grow, not as the 
inevitable consequence of ancient theory, but as the unpredictable result of 
precise historical circumstances. 

One might begin by looking at the popes as the guardians of the catholica 
fides. Our period saw Iconoclasm and Adoptionism and also a dispute over 
the procession of the Holy Spirit, to mention only some controversies in 
which the popes played a fairly significant role. In each case, it is interesting 
to note that the popes did not cause the problem, did not play the leading 
role in combating it, and basically took the position that because the status 
quo ante was correct, there was no point in engaging in serious discussion. 
Iconoclasm is a good case in point. Emperor Leo III and the Bithynian 
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bishops who were his chicf supporters did not have a very complex position 
with respect to images. Essentially, they equated them with idols and 
convinced themselves that images were offensive to God. Iconodules, 
chiefly John Damascene, weighed in with elaborate theological defences of 
images and provoked a slightly more sophisticated attack on images from 
Constantine V and his circle. This, in turn, let loose a torrent of iconodule 
writing, some of which shows real depth. Through all of this the popes took 
a remarkably simple position: emperors had no business intruding them- 
selves into dogmatic questions; general, and more particularly Roman, 
ecclesiastical traditions admitted the use of images. What the popes did not 
do was engage the Iconoclasts on the field of debate. When Theodulf, one of 
Charlemagne's court theologians, sent to Rome an outline of his Libri 
Carolini,'6 a massive treatise against the restoration of images by the second 
Council of Nicaea in 787, Pope Hadrian I did send back along reply, and that 
reply does attempt to refute many of Theodulf’s specific points.47 What is 
most interesting in Hadrian's reply, however, is his exasperation at 
Theodulf's departure from the ancient traditions of the church. At any rate 
that is how Hadrian depicted things. In the pope's view, 11 Nicaea had put an 
end to the iconoclast heresy and had restored the ancient custom of the 
church. Theodulf, to Hadrian's mind, went too far in challenging the 
appropriateness of images, although less far than the Iconoclasts had done. 
In the end, though, the papacy adhered to tradition in each case. 

The Adoptionist controversy is instructive too.* This was a heresy that 
the Franks encountered and brought to the attention of the pope. Two 
Spanish bishops, Elipandus of Toledo and Felix of Urgel, had begun 
teaching, perhaps in the early 780s, that Christ in his humanity was the 
adoptive son of God. Traditionally Adoptionism has been seen as a very 
mild form of Arianism: a slight de-emphasis of Christ's divinity so as to 
preserve the oneness of God. The matter was brought to Charlemagne's 
attention and he assembled his palace theologians who produced massive 
treatises condemning Elipandus and Felix. The Franks actually laid hands 
on Felix, more than once, and forced him to recant. Hadrian approved all 
that the Franks had done in the name of the unity of the church and the 
integrity of the faith. It was Rome's view that the Council of Chalcedon 
(451) had settled the fundamental mysteries surrounding the person of 
Christ. The Franks were then full of intellectual enthusiasm and keen to 
prove themselves worthy of the political leadership of the west. Some 
experts therefore massively refuted the Adoptionists while others shadow- 
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boxed with the Byzantines over images. The pope did not involve himself in 
particulars. 

The filioque controversy reveals once again the papal adherence to 
tradition while also pointing to an interesting aspect of Franco-papal 
relations. The basic issues were these.*? After the councils of Nicaea and 
Constantinople set down the precise phraseology of the creed, it slowly 
emerged that the eastern and western churches differed in their understand- 
ing of the Procession of the Holy Spirit. The east believed (and believes) that 
the Spirit proceeded ‘from the Father through the Son’. The west, on the 
contrary, held that the Spirit proceeded ‘from the Father and from the Son’. 
Some time in the seventh century, probably in Spain, some in the west began 
to insert ef filio or filioque (‘and from the son’) into the creed. On a few 
occasions in the eighth century, the Franks aggressively asserted that the 
Byzantines were wrong in their interpretation of the Procession of the Holy 
Spirit. Then in 808 or 809 some Frankish monks in the Holy Land were 
accused of heresy for chanting filioque and they appealed to Pope Leo III to 
defend themselves against this charge.50 The principal evidence they cited 
on their own behalf was that they had heard filioque chanted at the Frankish 
court. Leo simply referred the matter to the Franks who then sent a 
delegation to Rome to confer with the pope. It turned out that the pope and 
the Franks agreed on the theological issue: the Holy Spirit did indeed 
proceed from the Father and from the Son. But the Franks had inserted the 
word filioque into the creed whereas Rome had not done so (and would not 
until 1014). The Franks and the popes simply agreed to disagree. This point 
is important in view of the tendency by some historians to believe that 
Charlemagne simply overwhelmed the pope on theological matters. 

A few ninth-century cases bear out the general line of interpretation we 
have been developing. Iconoclasm reappeared after the Council of St Sophia 
in 815.51 Emperor Michael II wrote to Louis the Pious to enlist his aid 
against the pope.5? Specifically, he seems to have wanted Louis to compel 
the pope to stop aiding iconodule monks who were fleeing the empire in 
some numbers and settling in Rome. Michael may well have known that the 
Franks were by no means ardent iconodules, but he was certainly mistaken 
in supposing that a Carolingian emperor could or would bully a pope the 
way his own ancestors had done, or that Louis would imagine himself to 
have the role in dogma that Roman emperors had always claimed. Louis 
collected his key advisers in 825 and they produced a series of lengthy 
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treatises that harshly criticised Hadrian for what they regarded as his 
excessive zeal in the defence of images.°3 But then Louis gave letters to his 
envoys to Rome urging them to use every art of flattery and persuasion to 
get Eugenius I to agree to the Frankish view on images. Louis warned his 
envoys, however, that ‘Roman obstinacy’ would probably foil their efforts. 
In other words, the Franks and the popes, close allies in so many ways, again 
agreed to disagree. And sometimes the Franks were prepared to handle 
theological quarrels on their own. The predestinarian speculations of 
Gottschalk of Orbais* and the eucharistic contention between Ratramnus 
and Paschasius were settled among the Franks themselves with virtually no 
reference to Rome.55 There is every reason to believe that the official 
Frankish view and the papal view were the same. What is interesting here is 
that the Franks did not feel compelled to refer the cases to Rome, and that 
the popes did not insist on giving their stamp of approval to the 
proceedings. 

It is, therefore, comparatively easy to say that in dogmatic issues the 
popes saw themselves as the guardians of the catholica fides as it had been 
defined in the ecumenical councils of antiquity. It is less easy, in the early 
middle ages, to say how that guardianship would be exercised. 

The church in Rome, and everywhere else, was a hierarchical organisa- 
tion and the pope was at the head of that hierarchy. One area where papal 
authority was exercised and papal assistance provided was in the develop- 
ment of the hierarchy where it did not already exist. Gregory I sent a mission 
to England, of course, and for two centuries his successors worked to shape 
the English church. The sending of Theodore of Tarsus to England in 668 
was an important step, as was the reception in Rome, more than once, of 
Wilfrid of Ripon. Papal envoys were sent to England in 78656 and, on the 
request of King Offa of Mercia, they raised Lichfield to metropolitan 
status. A few years later Leo IIl, having been assured that Offa had 
misrepresented things to Hadrian I, returned Lichfield to simple diocesan 
rank.58 This case, incidentally, displays clearly the trouble the popes had in 
getting timely and adequate information. Popes Gregory II, Gregory III 
and Zacharias supported Boniface in his efforts to convert the peoples of 
central Germany and to procure for those regions a proper hierarchy. At 
first Boniface was archbishop without see, and then he and his successors 
officiated from Mainz.5? The dukes of Bavaria first appealed to Rome for the 
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erection of a hierarchy in their province as early as 716. Not until Salzburg 
was made an archbishopric on Charlemagne’s request in 798 was the 
Bavarian hierarchy completed. The Bavarian dukes, just like their Carol- 
ingian contemporaries, saw the creation of an ecclesiastical hierarchy as a 
means of enhancing their own prestige and of solidifying their own local 
control. Surely Offa of Mercia had the same thing in mind; Canterbury and 
York, England’s old archbishoprics, were in the kingdoms of Kent and 
Northumbria, outside the effective control of the Mercian king. In the ninth 
century, the dukes of Brittany attempted to detach their province from its 
customary allegiance to Tours, reorganise the local church, and subject the 
province to a new archdiocese at Dol.*! The papacy continually refused to 
countenance these Breton initiatives. The early medieval popes did not 
initiate the creation of new hierarchies, but it was widely understood that 
papal approval was necessary for such tasks to be legitimately accomplished. 

The popes also had to deal with existing hierarchies. Such dealings could 
take many forms. From the seventh century to the ninth, the popes tried to 
extend their authority to the Venetian region, while at the same time trying 
to heal the rift between the patriarchs of Aquileia and Grado.® As the 
papacy and central Italy were emancipated from the Byzantines, the popes 
laid claim to Ravenna. Rarely, however, would the archbishops of Ravenna 
submit to the bishops of Rome 3 The papacy got involved with the 
Frankish episcopate on several occasions. Ebbo of Rheims, for example, had 
played a decisive role in the deposition of Louis the Pious in 855. 
Subsequently Ebbo was himself deposed and his successor, the redoubtable 
Hincmar, challenged the legitimacy of a number of bishops, among whom 
was Wulfad of Bourges, who had been consecrated by Ebbo. Wulfad 
appealed to Rome and Pope Leo IV insisted that the whole matter be opened 
up for papal review.‘ It was not that Leo and Hincmar really disagreed on 
the fundamental point of Wulfad's suitability. Rather, Leo was trying to 
establish the point that suffragans could appeal to Rome against their 
metropolitans and that in such cases the decision of the pope took 
precedence over and could even overrule that of archbishop. Later Hincmar 
found himself embroiled with Rome again when he sought to depose 
Rothad of Soissons and when he disciplined his own nephew, Hincmar of 
Laon.® Once again, the issue was papal versus metropolitan jurisdiction. 
The popes did not confine their interest to the west. Leo IV objected sharply 
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when Patriarch Ignatius of Constantinople deposed Bishop Gregory Asbes- 
tas of Syracuse,® and Nicholas I objected to the elevation of Photius to the 
Constantinopolitan patriarchate, producing in the process a schism that 
lasted several years.67 These cases make quite clear both the papacy's lofty 
claims to jurisdiction in the church, and the reality of the weakness of the 
pope's actual position. No ninth-century pope had much influence in 
Constantinople; if various popes succeeded in wearing down the indefatig- 
able Hincmar of Rheims this owned much to momentary circumstances 
when Hincmar found himself abandoned by the West Frankish king or his 
episcopal colleagues. 

The ironies in the papal position are revealed in the divorce case of Lothar 
II and his wife Theutberga.9 Lothar had inherited the northernmost 
portion of his father's middle kingdom, that is, Lotharingia (Lorraine). 
Lothar's wife was apparently unable to produce an heir but his mistress 
Waldrada had done so. Lothar thus wished to divorce his wife and to marry 
Waldrada. He even found compliant bishops who were prepared to assist 
him in his scheme. Pope Nicholas I, like several of his predecessors, was 
staunch in his support of the integrity of marriage. He refused to let Lothar 
have a divorce, even though he was politically closely allied to Lothar's 
brother, Louis II, in Italy. In the end, though, Lothar would almost 
certainly have gained his divorce had not Hincmar of Rheims and Charles 
the Bald entered the fray against him. They appear to have been hoping to 
incorporate Lotharingia into the West Frankish kingdom and wished to see 
Lothar die childless. Nicholas I upheld the sanctity of matrimony and 
Lothar II did not get his divorce. But papal authority in marriage cases was 
much less important than Frankish politics in the resolution of the case. 

Throughout our period popes were involved in missionary endeavours. 
After Gregory I’s initiative in England, one might have thought that the 
early medieval papacy would have been active in extending the faith. In fact, 
the popes after Gregory took no more initiative than his predecessors had 
done in winning souls. Missionary endeavours tended to be presented to the 
popes for their support and approval. Boniface has already been mentioned. 
He went to Germany of his own volition and then went to Rome to secure 
papal approval for his work. In 822 Louis the Pious resolved to send Ebbo 
of Rheims as a missionary to the Danes.” The emperor sent Ebbo to Rome 
to secure a pallium and papal support. These were forthcoming and when 
Ebbo was replaced a few years later by Anskar he too had full papal support. 
Benedict III received the great missionaries to the Slavs, Constantine-Cyril 
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and Methodius, in Rome and he and his successors supported them, not least 
against the bishops of Bavaria who were profoundly jealous at the successful 
growth of churches in Bohemia and Moravia.?! Nicholas I, Hadrian II and 
John VIII all tried at one time or another to extend papal influence over the 
Bulgars and the Slovenes.7? In the latter effort, Rome was largely successful, 
but the Bulgars were eventually won over to the Orthodox faith. The popes, 
therefore, were neither ignorant of nor uninterested in the substantial 
expansion of Christianity in the early middle ages. But they did not plan or 
direct that expansion, and they did not set down a principle that such 
expansion was somehow papal prerogative. 

In many cases, parties outside papal Rome turned to the popes when there 
was no reason to expect that they should have done so. The Franks are said 
to have turned to Rome for chant masters?? and certainly did so fora Roman 
sacramentary.’”* The Franks promoted the cult of St Peter and built 
churches, for example St Denis and Fulda, that depended heavily upon 
papal-Roman models.?5 It was the Carolingians as much or more than the 
popes who set the papacy at the very heart of western Christianity. 


THE IDEA OF THE EARLY MEDIEVAL PAPACY 


The early medieval papacy inherited from late antiquity two important sets 
of ideas about its place in the world. A number of popes, but especially Leo I 
(440-61), emphasised the Petrine foundations of papal power. As it was 
articulated, this idea held that a clear primacy had been assigned by Christ to 
Peter (Matthew 16. 18—19) and that primacy had been handed down to 
Peter's successors, the popes. Gelasius I (492—6), in rejecting the emperor's 
interference in a dogmatic controversy, wrote a famous letter which said 
that the world was governed by the power of kings and the authority of 
priests, and that priestly authority, in so far as it was concerned with 
immortal souls, was superior to kingly power. His use of the words power 
(potestas) and authority (auctoritas) is revealing because the former suggested 
mere force and police power whereas the latter signified legitimacy and 
dignity. These Leonine and Gelasian themes appeared from time to time in 
papal writings from the sixth, seventh and eighth centuries but for most of 
that time the papal position was too precarious to permit even theorising 
about the nature of the pontifical dignity. 


7 Vlasto (1970). 7? Sullivan (1966). 

7 Jaffe, Regesta, no. 2571 (Paul I); Mann (1925) tt, pp. 228-30 (Gregory IV), John the Deacon, Vita 
Gregorii 11, c. 9, 10, PL 75, cols. 91-2 and Notker Gesta Karoli, c. 10, ed. Rau, pp. 334-6. See also 
Rankin (1993) and her references. 74 Codex Carolinus, no. 89, MGH Epp. v, p. 626. 

75 Krautheimer (1969); Heitz (1976). 


584 THOMAS F.X. NOBLE 


In the ninth century, the popes began to reassert themselves. Gregory IV, 
for example, explicitly quoted Gelasius in a letter dated 833 to some 
Frankish bishops.’° They had written to the pope to inquire about his 
intentions in the dispute that was then raging between Louis the Pious and 
his sons. Gregory, on his arrival in Francia, claimed that he had come to 
restore the peace of the Christian world, while the bishops told him he had 
no business sitting in judgement upon the emperor. Gregory told the 
bishops that they were wrong to insist that the imperial power, which was 
mortal, was greater than the pontifical, which was immortal. 

Gregory's claims are interesting, but their context must not be lost sight 
of. Gregory had been brought to Francia by Lothar to condemn Louis. 
Lothar then discovered, to his dismay, that the pope aimed to carry out a 
genuine inquiry into the strife of Francia. From then on, he prevented the 
pope from playing a real role in the whole affair. The Frankish bishops were 
in a curious position. Some supported Louis and some Lothar. Virtually all 
agreed, however, that the pope had no business interfering in the affairs of 
the Frankish realm or anticipating the decisions of the Frankish clergy. The 
bishops of the Frankish empire adhered to an ecclesiology that emphasised 
the unity of the church and the essential equality ofall bishops more than the 
leadership of the pope.” 

Regino of Prüm once said of Nicholas I that ‘he commanded kings and 
tyrants and surpassed them in authority as if he were the lord of the world’.78 
The St Bertin annalist quotes a Frankish bishop who used almost the same 
language in saying that ‘the lord Nicholas makes himself master of the whole 
wotld'.? Nicholas was imperious to a fault, but he was not especially 
original in his thinking. Leo IV once said to Louis II: ‘As you know, we 
received the pontifical summit in order that we might have care and concern 
for everything that is to be found in the world.'9 Since the days of Leo I, 
words like those of Nicholas and Leo had been used in papal documents, but 
often without practical effect. The pontificate of Nicholas I is an especially 
good example of the disparity between papal claims and historical realities. 
Nicholas sought to enforce his authority in Constantinople in a long 
controversy with the Patriarch Photius. Likewise, he attempted to reduce 
the patriarch of Ravenna to subjection. His letters confidently asserted great 
authority but he failed to bend either foe to his will. Nicholas sought 
without full success to maintain control of missionary endeavours. The 
work of Cyril and Methodius as well as the mission to Khan Boris of the 


76 Gregory IV, Epp. Se/., no. 14, MGH Epp. v, pp. 72-81. 

7 Agobard of Lyons, ep. no. 16, MGH, Epp. 1v, p. 277; Morrison (1969), pp. 213—51, 363-72. 
78 MGH SS 1, p. 579. 79 AB(r) s.a. 864, p. 107. 

8 Leo IV, ep. no. 10, MGH Epp. v, p. 589. 
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Bulgars involved too many people, places and problems for Nicholas to 
have been the sole influence upon them. We have seen that Nicholas 
appeared to have prevailed in the divorce case of Lothar II, but the fact 
remains that his victory was secondary to the victory of Hincmar of Rheims 
and Charles the Bald. Nicholas managed to gain a compromise on his terms 
in the case of Frankish bishops who appealed to him against what they 
regarded as arbitrary judgements by their metropolitans. Here again, 
though, the reality is more complex. Somewhere in western Francia an 
astonishingly clever forger produced a set of allegedly ancient papal and 
conciliar documents purporting to place the pope at the summit of the 
ecclesiastical hierarchy and to guarantee to suffragan bishops the right to 
appeal to the pope against their metropolitans.8! Nicholas became the first 
pope to receive these ‘Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals’ and their ardent papalism 
certainly squared with his own view ofthe world. But the forgeries had been 
produced ina context where many local bishops resented the powers of their 
superiors and sought a way of escaping their power. As a means to that 
escape, the forgers created a papacy and a papal authority that had never 
existed. The Frankish clergy had not, in a fundamental way, come around to 
Nicholas’ views on papal leadership. And just as Agobard and his contem- 
poraries had bitterly resented the involvement of Gregory IV in the troubles 
of the 830s, so too Hincmar and many of his fellows saw Nicholas as a 
tiresome meddler. An understanding of the ninth-century papacy, in theory 
or in practice, must be grounded in an understanding of actual power 
relationships and of competing ecclesiologies. There is a profound danger in 
assuming that the papacy of 1870 was always organically present in all the 
earlier papacies.8 

In the ninth century a fortuitous set of circumstances made the popes 
secure enough to raise again the kinds of grand claims that had been 
expressed in late antiquity. The Carolingians were generally friendly and 
supportive. Lothar more than once spoke of the pope as the ‘head of all 
churches’®3 and Frankish bishops could use the same language. During the 
iconoclastic disputes, Greek monks such as Theodore of Studion wrote to 
Leo IIT and affirmed the petrine terms of papal power as strongly as any pope 
had ever done. But when these expressions came from Francia and 
Byzantium, they were usually flattering introductions to requests to the 
pope for some grant or concession. When the popes refused, which they 
often did, letters full of abuse sometimes followed. The point is that papal 


H Fuhrmann (1972), pp. 195-236; (1973), pp. 237-88. 82 Markus (1970). 

® Lothar, ep., apud Epp. Sel. Leonis IV, no. 46, MGH Epp. v, p. 609. 

D Theodore of Studion, Epistolae, Book 1, nos. 33, 34, Book 11, nos. 12, 13; PG 90, cols. 1017B—C, 
1O2IB, I152C, 1153D. 
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statements about power and authority were usually considerably grander 
than actual papal power and authority. The Carolingian period in papal 
history provided the peace and security necessary for the elaboration of a 
papal government and for papal rule in central Italy. The Carolingians 
themselves sought to sanctify society and government and actively co- 
operated with the popes in the process of achieving their ends. Frankish 
protection curbed the worst social and political abuses in Rome. It was only 
in this context that the papacy could feel encouraged to make bold claims 
about its power. But as soon as the Carolingian protectorate disappeared, 
the papacy sank into a morass of social upheavel and political corruption. 
Papal pronouncements had a hollow ring. But the papacy was an institution 
with tremendous structural continuity and an elephantine memory. The 
papacy of the eighth and ninth centuries contributed in important ways to 
the development of the oldest surviving institution in the western world. 
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